Backcountry Planning

Horses
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Visitors are welcome to bring and use their horses in the
park. A free stock-use permit is required and may be ob-
tained in person at any of the park's visitor centers up to
24 hours in advance of the trip.

While horses are not permitted on paved roads or road
shoulders, all gravel roads are open to horses. Cross-
country travel is permitted in the park, except in the Chi-
sos Mountains where horse use is limited to the Laguna
Meadow, Southwest Rim, and Blue Creek trails. Horses are
not permitted in picnic areas, on nature trails, the Santa
Elena and Boquillas Canyon Trails, or the Pine Canyon
Trail.

Grazing within the park is not permitted, so you must
bring your own feed. Stock may be watered in the Rio
Grande and at springs that are not used for domestic water
supply. Be prepared to haul water for your stock as springs
are unreliable, especially during winter months. Check
current spring conditions at a visitor center when you ar-
rive. All horse manure must be removed from the park, or
deposited at a designated location near the NPS horse cor-
ral at Panther Junction (ask a ranger for directions).

You may camp with your horses at many of the park's
primitive road campsites. These are available on a first-
come, first-served basis through a free backcountry use
permit available at park visitor centers. These campsites
are especially difficult to obtain during holiday periods, es-
pecially spring break. The Government Springs campsite,
located 32 miles from Panther Junction, is a primitive
campsite with a corral large enough for 4-8 horses. If you
plan to bring horses to the park, you may reserve this
campsite up to 10 weeks in advance by calling (432) 477-
1158.
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For your convenience, barrels for recy-
cling cans, glass, and plastic bottles are
located at the entrances of park camp-
grounds.

Hiking &
Backpacking

Big Bend National Park offers over 100 miles of hiking trails. A
free permit is required for all overnight trips, and can be ob-
tained in person only up to 24 hours in advance of the trip.
Because of the unreliability of desert springs, it is difficult to
plan an extended backpacking trip prior to your arrival in the
park. Decide how much distance you want to cover and how
much time you have. Park staff can assist you with trip plan-
ning based on your needs and current trail conditions. The
Panther Junction Visitor Center is open daily from 8:00 a.m.
to 6:00 p.m.

Backpacking sites in the Chisos Mountains are difficult to
obtain during the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays, and
during spring break in March and early April.

Maps and hiker’s guides are available for purchase at park
visitor centers. If you would like to order them in advance of
your trip, call the Big Bend Natural History Association at
(432) 477-2236 or visit their online internet bookstore at
www.bigbendbookstore.org
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The Southeast Rim of the Chisos Mountains, Mariscal Rim,
and Casa Grande are closed during the peregrine falcon nest-
ing season (February 1 - July 15).

Weather

Elevational differences in Big Bend mean that temperatures
can be vastly different in different areas of the park. The
lower areas along the Rio Grande are very hot during the
summer months, while the Chisos Mountains are consider-
ably cooler. Winter weather generally occurs between No -
vember and February, with temperatures dropping dramati-
cally as cold fronts move through the area. Between June
and October thunderstorms and flash floods may occur.
Bring clothing for both warm and cool weather, as well as
rain gear, when visiting Big Bend any time of the year. See
"how hot?" on page 15.

Floating the
Rio Grande

The Rio Grande follows the southern boundary of Big Bend
National Park for 118 miles. In this distance it has carved three
major canyons, Santa Elena, Mariscal, and Boquillas, which
have rapids varying in difficulty from Class I to Class IV. Be -
tween the canyons, the river is generally slower-paced. The
Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River extends downstream be-
yond the park boundary for an additional 127 miles.

If you plan to take a river trip in Big Bend National Park, you
may bring your own equipment, or you can hire a guide ser-
vice. Four local companies (see page 14 for telephone listings)
provide guide service in the park—you may reserve a trip by
contacting them directly.

If you plan to use your own equipment, you must obtain a free
permit at a park visitor center. Permits are issued up to 24
hours in advance of your trip, in person only. Stop by the
Panther Junction Visitor Center for your permit and for cur-
rent river condition information prior to your trip.

Permits for the Lower Canyons of the Rio Grande Wild and
Scenic River may be obtained at the Persimmon Gap Visitor
Center, when open; a self-permitting station is also located at
Stillwell Store, 5 miles south on FM2627 on the way to La
Linda, Mexico. Permits for floating Santa Elena Canyon may
be obtained at the Barton Warnock Center in Lajitas. Only
permits for Santa Elena Canyon may be written there. How-
ever, we encourage all parties to get their permits at a park
visitor center when possible, to obtain the most up-to-date
river information and conditions.

River guide booklets are available for purchase at park visitor
centers. If you would like to order them in advance of your
trip, call the Big Bend Natural History Association at (432)
477-2236 or visit their online internet bookstore at
www.bigbendbookstore.org
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